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The past two decades have seen a fortification of 
the chain of evidence regarding humankind’s influence 
on climate change.  In 1990, when the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
produced its first assessment report, scientists were 
unsure whether the 0.3 to 0.6oC warming observed 
over the previous 100 years was due to natural 
variability.  A subsequent 1992 report concluded that 
the “unequivocal detection” of the effect of human-
induced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in raising 
the Earth’s thermostat “is not likely for a decade or 
more.”
Fifteen years of additional observations, fine 
tuning of climate models, and sharpening of scientific 
understanding led to the bold, central statement of 
the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report in 2007, which 
said, “Most of the observed increase in global average 
temperatures since the mid-20th century is very likely 
due to the observed increase in anthropogenic GHG 
[greenhouse gasses] concentrations” (emphasis in 
original).  The verdict is in: humans are a main cause of 
climate change and we have to cut emissions globally, 
substantially, and soon to avoid the worst risks.
As climate scientists fortified their understanding of 
the human role in global warming, planning researchers 
were amassing evidence on “the most heavily researched 
subject in urban planning”: the relationship between 
the built environment and travel behavior.  It became 
increasingly clear that the research vindicated our 
common sense: compact urban form—when well 
designed and featuring a mix of uses—tends to reduce 
vehicle miles traveled (VMT), particularly through 
shorter trip lengths and viability of alternative travel 
modes.
Given the urgency of responding to climate change, 
and the fact that the transportation sector emits 28 percent 
of total U.S. GHG emissions, the time is ripe for a book 
like Growing Cooler.  The big question that Reid Ewing 
and his co-authors ask is how much can compact urban 
form reduce transportation-related emissions of the main 
climate change culprit, carbon dioxide (CO2)?  Their 
answer is seven to ten percent.  If this number seems 
small, keep in mind that this is only the reduction due 
to compact urban form alone.  Concurrent strategies 
such as road pricing, pay-as-you-go insurance policies, 
parking fees, and better vehicle fuel efficiency can 
effect further reductions.  The popular press has lionized 
increased fuel efficiency as the way to combat climate 
change, but this strategy cannot do the job on its own—a 
point the authors make in the first paragraph of the book 
and expound upon in Chapter Three, “The VMT/CO2/
Climate Connection.”
While Chapter Three connects VMT to climate 
change, Chapter Four (“The Urban Development/VMT 
Connection”) is a thorough review of the “causal 
pathway” between urban form and travel behavior, 
drawing from and updating Ewing and Robert Cervero’s 
2001 meta-analysis of travel and the built environment. 
Four types of travel behavior studies, from the household 
to the regional level of analysis, “provide a consistent 
picture”: compact urban form can reduce VMT by 20 to 
40 percent.  The picture may be clearest when viewed 
with a regional lens.  There is a strong correlation 
between metropolitan “sprawl index” and per capita 
VMT. (The sprawl index, developed for EPA and Smart 
Growth America, takes into account four factors: density, 
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land use mix, presence of employment and/or population 
centers, and street accessibility.  Unfortunately, Raleigh-
Durham is pitted against Portland as an example of 
differing sprawl index vales.)  At the neighborhood 
level, development that reduces VMT is not just dense; 
it tends to feature diverse uses, pedestrian-friendly 
design and street connectivity, and access to transit and 
trip destinations.
The impact of urban form on VMT comprises the 
central current of Growing Cooler, but other impacts are 
also discussed, such as  induced traffic and development, 
residential energy use, and residential self-selection. For 
example, it is often overlooked that homes in compact 
urban areas tend to have lower energy requirements—
roughly 1.4 million fewer British thermal units (Btus) per 
year.  And what reductions can be expected if other VMT 
reduction strategies are added to compact development?  
Using a structural equation modeling (SEM) method, 
elasticities generated from historical data show that 
increasing density, decreasing highway lane miles, nearly 
doubling transit revenue miles, and increasing fuel prices 
could lead to a substantial reduction in GHGs in the 
future, compared to “business as usual.”
Like the research presented throughout the book, 
the policy recommendations at the end are both timely 
and refreshingly specific.  Growing Cooler digs deep 
into a topic that has experienced burgeoning interest 
but has received mostly cursory research treatment.  It 
certainly leaves a number of questions to be answered. 
For example, it does not go into detail on the emerging 
question of climate change adaptation in transportation 
planning: how will future climate changes compromise 
transportation infrastructure and restrict travel options?
The book admits that planning alone cannot get us 
to 80 percent GHG reductions by 2050.  But Growing 
Cooler gives planners good reason to believe we can play 
a major role in lowering climate change risks—if we are 
not bound by business-as-usual thinking.  This book has 
the mark of a defining publication for the new climate 
change mitigation era of the planning field.
 
